To date the Internet has apparently had limited impact on changing 'politics as usual' in election campaigns. Parties often fail to make imaginative use of the medium, while relatively few people use it to acquire information about an election. However, while it may be the case that only political activists use the Internet to acquire information about an election, these activists may then disseminate that information more widely because they are particularly likely to talk about the election to their fellow citizens. We find evidence that such a two-step flow of information may well have occurred during the 2005 British election.
Introduction
The literature on the role of the Internet in politics has flourished during the last decade. Much of it has concluded that, despite its considerable potential to transform democracy, the Internet has so far had only limited impact on 'politics as usual' among the mass electorate (see, for example, Resnick and Margolis 2000) . Two reasons are often offered to support this observation. On the demand-side, few people usually use resources such as party and candidate websites, while the minority that do so often comprises those who are already amongst the most engaged. As a result, political websites often 'preach to the converted' rather than expand the pool of engaged citizens (Norris 2006) . On the supply-side, party and candidate websites commonly replicate materials that are already published offline while the interactive potential of the new technologies is often neglected. Like 'Waiting for Godot', as the Internet has gone mainstream, succeeding elections have seen a revival of journalistic hype that new technologies will transform the campaign as we know it, only to be followed by another wave of academic scepticism as a result of empirical research about the actual role of the Internet.
One reason why the popular commentary may in fact be closer to the mark than the 'politics-as-usual' school suggests, is that the standard academic approach to measuring the impact of the Internet on the electorate is, while important, also limited. Studies have usually focused on assessing the direct impact of exposure or attention to campaign information on the cognitive beliefs, attitudes, and behaviour of the mass public. Typically they have compared the impact of a range of new communication and information technologies with that of more traditional channels of campaign communications such as television and newspapers (see, for example,
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Page 4 of 32 Davis and Owen 1998; Davis 1999; Hill and Hughes 1998; Bimber 1998; Kamarck and Nye 1999; Corrado 2000; Curtice and Norris 2004; Norris 2006) . In short while they have carefully examined the direct or 'one-step' flow of information from the Internet, they have left aside the possibility of indirect or 'two-step' flows.
Yet the possible importance of two-step information flows has long been recognized. This idea first emerged in Lazarsfeld et al's (1944) pioneering study of the effects of mass communication in the US Presidential election of 1940, and it was then subsequently developed in Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) This approach emphasizes that certain types of communications can be expected to have their greatest impact upon 'opinion leaders', such as local candidates and active partisans, who are most attentive to political information sources during election campaigns. In turn, however, opinion leaders are most likely to engage in interpersonal political discussion and persuasion with friends, neighbors and colleagues. Katz and Lazarsfeld's influential account has generated an extensive literature over the years (Weimann and Brosius 1994; Shah and Scheufele 2006) . Even a half century later, it has recently spawned studies of opinion leaders in the process of agenda-setting (Brosius and Weimann 1996) and in the formation of social capital (Burt 1999) , together with an examination of the role of the Internet and physicians in the two-step transmission of specialized medical knowledge (Case et al 2004; Jones, Denham, and Springston 2006) . Interest in the interaction between information derived from the mass media and that disseminated via interpersonal discussion has also been revived by recent accounts of deliberative democracy and by new work that re-examines the role of local campaigns. From all this evidence it is apparent that if the Internet does Part III analyzes the evidence of one-step communication flows from both digital and more traditional sources of information during the election. Part IV examines evidence for two-step information flows from those same sources. In particular, the Internet seems likely to have served this function if those British citizens who used the Internet to acquire information about the election are found to be more likely than average to engage in discussions about the election with others, whether in person or online. The conclusion in Part V summarizes the major findings and considers their implications for our understanding of the role of the Internet in election campaigns.
I: Theoretical Framework
According to the classic argument originally developed by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) , information channels can be expected to differ in whether they primarily influence communications via a 'one-step' or a 'two-step' process. Those that communicate primarily via a one-step process reach their audience directly. For example, political messages contained in mainstream broadcasting channels that reach a mass audience, the campaign coverage carried in the main evening news bulletins, and headlines about politics on the front page of a national daily newspaper, are all expected to reach the mass public directly. By contrast, information contained in more specialized outlets, such as messages issued by parties and candidates on websites or Getting The Message Out Page 6 of 32 statements made at local party rallies or on partisan email web-logs, can only be expected to reach a more limited niche audience consisting disproportionately of party supporters and campaign workers. If those activists in turn discuss the information they have derived from these sources with a wider general public, however, that information may then reach a larger audience via a two-step process.
Messages percolate downwards from party managers through activists to the mass electorate.
There are two main reasons why one step processes may now be less common in contemporary British general election campaigns. First, the audience for evening television news has diminished thanks to an expansion in the number of television and radio channels as a result of deregulation and the spread of satellite, cable, digital, and video technologies (Norris et al 1999; Social Trends 2006, Table 13 .2). People can easily 'tune out' of an election campaign if they wish. During the 1992 election campaign the main BBC1 news bulletins attracted total audiences of 14.6 million (reaching roughly one third of the electorate). By 2005, this had fallen to 9.6 million (reaching roughly one fifth of the electorate). The audiences for the main ITV bulletins over the same period fell even more dramatically, from 12.3 million to 7.1 million, a 42% decline (Bartle 2005) . Moreover there is considerable evidence that local campaigning activity can have an impact (Denver and Hands, 2004; Whiteley and Seyd, 2003) . In any event, whatever their role for Labour and the Conservatives, interpersonal discussion in local campaigns seems likely to be particularly important for third parties and for independent candidates -who have limited coverage in the news media -as well as in low-key local and by-elections. [ Worcester at al, 2005: 196) , with following specific TV or radio programs or reading specific articles about the election only slightly further behind. The only traditional activity in which few engaged -just 2% -was attending a public meeting about the election, an activity that has been rare for some time (Worcester et al, 2005: 196) . The use of digital sources was at least more popular than that -but not by much. Only 6% said that they looked at an official party website while the same proportion viewed a website other than a party one to find out something about the election. Meanwhile, in addition just half of one per cent said they read, let alone joined, in a blog about the election. Overall, over four in five (81%) said that they used at least one of the traditional ways of ascertaining information about an election included in Table 1 . In contrast less than one in ten (9%) reported using one of the digital sources.
Much the same imbalance is evident when people were asked whether they were on the receiving end of attempts by a party or candidate to mobilise them. As many as 15% said they were contacted by a party or candidate either in person, by telephone or by letter. Only 1% reported that they received an e-mail from a party or 3 These are short broadcasts on the main television and radio channels on which the airtime is made available for free. The number of broadcasts to which each party is entitled is determined by an agreed formula. Paid political advertising on television and radio is outlawed in the United Kingdom.
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Page 13 of 32 candidate. Evidently not only did few voters use the web to acquire information about the election, but also parties and candidate did not make widespread use of the medium to try and make direct contact with the electorate.
[ Table 2 about here]
But who did use the web to find out about the election? Was it typically much the same kind of person who is more likely to use a traditional source of information?
Or did the web reach out to a different kind of constituency? If it was indeed much the same kind of person then we would anticipate from previous research on who watches television news and who reads a newspaper that use of the web to acquire political information will have been the preserve of the politically interested and committed, together with men, older people, those with higher levels of educational attainment and those in middle class occupations (Norris et al 1999) . In Table 2 we use regression analysis to ascertain how far each of these characteristics is associated with use of traditional and digital sources of information.
The results show that the strongest predictors of use of traditional forms of campaign information are political interest (which provides the motivation to seek out these sources), educational qualifications (which furnish the cognitive skills that facilitate making sense of political information and participating in public affairs) and political commitment (as measured by strength of party identification and which also furnishes the necessary motivation). In addition, men were more likely than women to use these forms of information, as were older citizens, and to some degree those in middle class occupations. In other words so far as the use of traditional sources of information is concerned we have uncovered precisely the pattern we anticipated.
Getting The Message Out Nevertheless, it should be remembered that all that this means is that younger people were more likely than older people to use the web as a means of acquiring information about the election. It does not necessarily mean that digital sources of information were more important than traditional sources amongst younger people.
Indeed amongst those aged under 35 as many as 52% read a party leaflet, 50%
watched an election broadcast, 44% followed a specific television or radio programme, while 33% read newspaper articles. In contrast just 12% looked at an official party website, while only 10% looked at any other kind of website. Hopes that the web might prove to be a means of reversing the particularly sharp decliine in electoral participation that has occurred amongst younger people in recent British elections (Curtice, 2006) should not be raised too high.
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Meanwhile we can see quite directly just how far it is the case that those who used digital sources of information in the election were much the same people as those who used traditional sources. No less than 90% of those who used a digital source also read a party leaflet, 84% watched an election broadcast, 82% followed a specific television or radio programme while 80% read newspaper articles. In other words even those who did use the Internet in the election used it in addition to a traditional source rather than instead of one. Even when information did reach someone directly via the Internet, it evidently only did so in competition with plenty of other sources of such information.
Part IV: Two-step flows
If our analysis were to stop at this stage, we would have to support the But this conclusion would be premature if we can establish that two-step information flows might have occurred. In particular, this thesis would be supported if we found that the small minority who access party websites and online campaign news during the election appeared to be opinion leaders who were more likely than
Page 16 of 32 average to discuss politics with others, either offline or online. As a result, messages from party websites might be disseminated via interpersonal discussions among friends, neighbours and colleagues.
To monitor the discussions about the election in which they might have engaged, respondents were asked whether they had discussed the election with friends or family, either or in person or on the phone, and whether they had tried to persuade someone else how to vote. They were also asked whether they had done these things online. No less than 46% said that they had discussed the election with friends and family in person or on the phone, though only 5% had tried to persuade someone to vote for a particular party or candidate. Meanwhile, just 7% used the Internet to discuss the election with family or friends (of whom 84% also did so in person or by phone), while only 1% said that they used the web to try and persuade somebody about how to vote. In any event those who did any one of these four things may well have conveyed to their fellow discussants information that they had gleaned from other sources, including not least the Internet.
[ Table 3 about here] Table 3 presents the results of a regression model of whether or not someone engaged in any one of these four activities. In so doing our principal aim is to establish whether those who used a digital source of information about the election were particularly likely to talk to others about the election, and thus may have been a conduit for a two-step flow of information. To establish this we first of all include in our model as controls, much the same set of indicators of someone's social background and degree of engagement in politics that we included in Table 2 . At the same time, we also include the number of traditional sources of information about the election that someone used. As we might expect the more such sources of information that someone used, the greater the likelihood that they talked to someone about the election. Indeed this relationship is the strongest of all in the model, and the pattern is just what we would expect to find if indeed a two-step flow of information from traditional sources occurred during the election campaign.
But even when we take this relationship between the use of traditional sources of information and communicating with others about the campaign into account, those who used a digital source of information were still yet more likely to have talked to others about the election -either online or offline. In other words, those who used the Internet to find out about the election were particularly talkative to others about the election, and thus could well have passed on to others who did not use the web information about the election that they themselves had acquired there. Clearly any two-step flow of information from digital sources of information occurred alongside a much bigger such flow from more traditional sources, but it appears that the reach of the internet during the 2005 election campaign was rather greater than appears to bne the case from simply looking at how many people used the internet for themselves to find out about the election.
V: Conclusions
Ever since the mid-1990s, when the first graphical browser became available At the same time, however, the Internet is far from unique in this respect. Use of more traditional sources of information also seems to be associated with a similar process. The Internet may have a rather bigger role to play in enabling parties and politicians to reach out to the wider public than it might appear to have at first sight.
But at the moment at least it is also no more than one player in a crowded market. 
